Impact of irritable bowel syndrome on personal relationships and working practices.
To determine the impact of irritable bowel syndrome on personal relationships and working practices. A 60-item questionnaire about personal relationships, working practices and treatment was sent to 3090 subscribers of the IBS Bulletin, a quarterly educational publication. A total of 1855 completed questionnaires were returned. Analysis was restricted to 1597 questionnaires (86.1%), returned by respondents in whom the diagnosis of irritable bowel syndrome had been made by a general practitioner or hospital specialist. Of these respondents, 57% were aged 55 or over and the male to female ratio was 1:3.4. On average, respondents had suffered from irritable bowel syndrome for 16.6 years, with 57% reporting their symptoms daily, 25% weekly and 14% monthly. Of the married or cohabiting respondents, 19% stated that their partner experienced difficulties in having a personal relationship with them and 45% stated that irritable bowel syndrome interfered with their sex life. Irritable bowel syndrome had caused 12% of respondents to give up work altogether, while 47% of employed respondents reported having lost time off work, although only 35% of these respondents gave irritable bowel syndrome as the reason. In contrast employers, when informed of the diagnosis of irritable bowel syndrome, accepted these symptoms as a valid reason for absence in 61% of instances. Over half of those employed (53%) suffered embarrassment using toilets at work and 32% stated that irritable bowel syndrome had stopped them from applying for promotion or a new job. At the time of completing the questionnaire, 80% of respondents were actually taking some form of treatment. Smooth-muscle relaxants and fibre supplements remained the commonest treatments prescribed. Irritable bowel syndrome impacts significantly on personal relationships and working practices. Items that stimulate responsiveness in the areas of personal relationships and working practices should be included in the construction of disease-specific questionnaires used to assess the impact of new treatments for irritable bowel syndrome on health-related quality of life.